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 JURISTICTIONAL STATEMENT 

[¶1] The appellant, John Clark Bridges, appeals the order denying the petitioner’s amended 

application for post-conviction relief entered on April 8th, 2021. This Court has jurisdiction to 

hear such appeal under North Dakota Century Code § 29-32.1-14. 

 

ISSUES PRESENTED FOR REVIEW 

[¶2] The following issues are presented for review: 

I. Whether there was sufficient evidence to prove Mr. Bridges met the exception under 
N.D.C.C. § 29-32.1-01(3). 

II. Whether Mr. Bridges provided evidence sufficient to establish he has mental defects 
that render him unable to understand the charges or assist in his own defense. 

III.  Whether Mr. Bridges produced evidence sufficient to prove ineffective assistance of 
counsel by Attorney Kelsey Hankey. 
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STATEMENT OF THE CASE 

[¶3] On July 9, 2012, the State charged the Appellant and Petitioner below, John Bridges 

with one count of Murder, a class AA Felony, in violation of N.D.C.C. §12.1-16-01(1), and one 

count of Kidnapping, a Class A Felony, in violation of N.D.C.C. §12.1-18-01 (Appellee’s 

Appendix “Appellee App.” p.4, Index #1).  Bridges pled guilty and was sentenced on November 

27, 2012. A Criminal Judgment was entered the same day sentencing Bridges to the Department 

of Corrections and Rehabilitation (DOCR) to serve life without parole on count one, and twenty 

years on count two, with credit on both counts for time served (Appellee App. p.5, Index #42). 

[¶4] Bridges was subsequently serving his sentence at the North Dakota State Penitentiary 

(NDSP). On August 25, 2013, Bridges attempted to murder a correctional officer at the NDSP. 

On September 9, 2013, the State charged Bridges with one count of Attempted Murder, a class A 

Felony, in violation of N.D.C.C. §12.1-06-01, and one count of Possession of Contraband by an 

Inmate, in violation of N.D.C.C. §12-47-21(5)(5)(b) (Appellee App. p.6, Index #1). Bridges pled 

guilty and was sentenced on December 10, 2013. A Criminal Judgment was signed on December 

11, 2013, sentencing Bridges to the Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation (DOCR) to 

serve twenty years on both counts (Appellee App. p.8, Index, #42). 

[¶5] On January 14, 2019, Bridges filed a Post-Conviction Relief Application for his 

criminal case 08-2012-CR-01587 (Appellant App. p.4, Index #1). That petition was amended on 

June 3, 2019 (Appellant App. p.5, Index #41). On January 23, Bridges filed a Post-Conviction 

Relief Application for his other criminal case 08-2013-CR-02276 (Appellant App. p.38, Index 

#2). 

[¶6] On March 23, 2021, a Post-Conviction Hearing was held for the applications in both 

08-2019-CV-00166 (Appellant App. p.9, Index #188) and 08-2019-CV-00258 (Appellant App. 
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p.42, Index #169). On April 8, 20201, Judge Grinsteiner signed an order denying relief in both 

cases (Appellant App. p.43, Index #176). 

[¶7] Bridges now appeals the order denying relief in both cases. 

STATEMENT OF FACTS 

08-2012-CR-01587: 

[¶8] On July 6, 2012, officers responded to a crashed van approximately five miles east of 

Bismarck on Interstate 94, in Burleigh County (Appellee App. p.4, Index #18). When officers 

arrived, they found Bridges on scene with the victim Lee Clay. Clay had very severe cuts, 

lacerations, and stab wounds on his body. Id. Bridges reported that Clay was injured in the 

accident, but the responding officer recognized that these injuries were inconsistent with a typical 

crash. Id.  

[¶9] While on scene, the camera in the patrol car recorded Mr. Bridges attempting to bury 

some bloody zip ties and a ball of duct tape near the rear of the crashed van. Id. When the van 

was searched, a bloody knife and hatchet were found. Id. The patrol car footage also showed that 

Bridges attempted to hide the sheath for this knife under the front of the patrol car as well. Id.  

[¶10] Bridges was interviewed by officers after the incident. Bridges admitted to coaxing 

Clay into his van to “look into his toolbox.” Id. Once Clay was in the vehicle, Bridges held Clay 

at knifepoint while he zip tied Clay and duct taped his head, hands, feet, and his mouth. Id. While 

Bridges was attempting to drive Clay to Fargo, Clay found the hatchet in the back of the van. Id. 

Clay came at Bridges with the hatchet and Bridges got up from the driver’s seat of the moving 

vehicle and took the hatchet from Clay and killed him. Id. Bridges also stabbed Clay several times 

with the knife. Id. Bridges told officers that he went to separate stores to buy all the zip ties and 
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duct tape so the purchases would not be flagged as suspicious. Id. Bridges admitted that the zip 

ties and duct tape fund near the rear of the crashed van were used to subdue Clay. 

[¶11] On July 9, 2012, Bridges was charged with one count of Murder one count of 

Kidnapping (Appellee App. p.4, Index, #1). Bridges received psychiatric examinations by Dr. 

Robert Lisota with the North Dakota State Hospital to determine his competency and was found 

fit to stand trial (Appellee App. p.15 & 23). Throughout the case and evaluations, Bridges insisted 

that he was not insane and was competent to stand trial. Bridges even stated in letters to the Court 

“obviously I’m not insane, and I’ve already pled guilty” (Appellee App. p.4, Index #35), and 

“There’s no mental health issues involved in this case, and I never implied that there was” 

(Appellee App. p.5, Index #37). 

[¶12] On November 27, 2012, Bridges pled guilty and was sentenced. Bridges received life 

without parole on the murder charge and twenty years on the kidnapping charge. 

08-2013-CR-02276: 

[¶13] Bridges pled guilty to both the murder charge and kidnapping charge in case 08-2012-

CR-01587. Bridges was subsequently committed to serve his sentence with the DOCR. 

[¶14] As a result of the conviction, Bridges was housed at the North Dakota State 

Penitentiary. On August 25, 2013, Bridges was in the administrative segregation inmate at the 

North Dakota State Penitentiary (Appellee App. p.8, Index #44). Correctional Officer Daryll 

Lawson performed a “rounds check” at around 6:10 p.m. Bridges slipped an envelope under the 

cell door as Lawson walked by. Id. As Lawson bent over to pick up the envelope, Bridges swung 

open his cell door and knocked Lawson to the ground. Id. Bridges rushed Lawson and began to 

stab him with a homemade knife. Bridges stabbed Lawson’s kidney region and was punching him 
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with the other hand. Id. Lawson attempted to regain control and fight off the attack but was 

unsuccessful and Bridges pushed him back to the ground. Id. 

[¶15] Lawson was eventually able to get back on his feet. Bridges then grabbed Lawson’s 

neck and Lawson was able to flip Bridges over his shoulder onto the floor. Bridges got back up 

and the two were facing each other. Id. Bridges rushed Lawson again and attempted to stab him 

in the neck. Lawson was able to avoid the attack and ran to the hall door. Bridges pursued Lawson, 

but Lawson was able to escape. Id. 

[¶16] Captain Todd Flanagan with the DOCR then conducted an internal investigation and 

interviewed Bridges. Id. Bridges stated that he made the weapon from a metal bracket that holds 

conduit in the janitorial closet. To get better grip on the object, Bridges also taped a battery to the 

handle. Bridges admitted to making the knife or shank to protect himself when he was in general 

population in a week. Lawson was ultimately treated at Sanford for the injuries that he sustained 

in the fight. Id. Lawson had many injuries including a laceration to the right cheek, a scrape in 

his left temporal area, and four stab wounds to the left back. 

[¶17] Bridges was charged with one count of Attempted Murder and one count of Possession 

of Contraband by an Inmate (Appellee App. p.6, Index #1). Bridges pled guilty to both counts on 

December 10, 2013. Bridges was then sentenced to 20 years with the DOCR on each count 

(Appellee App. p.8, Index# 42).  

08-2019-CV-00166 & 08-2019-CV-00258: 

[¶18] On January 9, 2019, Bridges submitted a Post-Conviction Relief Application for case 

08-2012-CR-01587 (Appellant App. p.4, Index #1). On January 14, 2019, Bridges submitted a 

Post-Conviction Relief Application for case 08-2013-CR-02276 (Appellant App. p.38, Index #2). 

In the applications, Bridges claims can be summarized as the following: (1) that he suffered from 
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mental illness at the time of his pleas in both cases, (2) that the mental illness caused him to not 

understand the proceedings against him, and (3) that he was unable to understand his charges or 

aid in his defense because of the mental illness. 

[¶19] A Post-Conviction hearing was held on March 23, 2021. The hearing included Bridges’ 

post-conviction applications in cases 08-2019-CV-00166 and 08-2019-CV-0258. Dr. Lisota, 

Captain Todd Flanagan, Attorney Kelsey Hankey, and Burleigh Morton County Detention Center 

Captain Lisa Wicks testified at the hearing.  

[¶20] Dr. Lisota testified to the evaluations he completed of Bridges. (Post-Conviction Relief 

Hearing Transcript “Tr.” Page 5, Lines 21-24). Dr. Lisota indicated his evaluation showed 

Bridges had Antisocial Personality Disorder, which would not have prevented him from being 

able to competently enter a guilty plea, stand trial, or assist in his defense. (Tr. 13:5-9). Bridges 

did not present as delusional in any way. Dr. Lisota was aware of the “voices” Bridges claimed 

to have heard, but did not put much weight on that report as his descriptions regarding the voices 

were inconsistent both intrinsically and with his observations of Bridges. (Tr. 13:15-22). He 

indicated Bridges was psychopathic, not psychotic. (Tr. 14:5-12). In fact, Dr. Lisota identified 

Bridges as one of the most psychopathic individuals he has evaluated. (Tr. 13:5-10 & 17:5-7). It 

was his opinion that Bridges was just as capable of entering a guilty plea as he (the doctor) would 

have been. (Tr. 23:22-25 & 24:1). 

[¶21] Dr. Lisota reviewed some medical records from Montana about Bridges’ prior mental 

health. While those records suggested Bridges was being treated for schizophrenia, Bridges 

informed Dr. Lisota he was feigning mental illness to get social security benefits. (Tr. 10:18-21). 

Dr. Lisota did not find that information surprising. Dr. Lisota did not diagnose Bridges with 
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schizophrenia during his evaluations, although he has diagnosed others with it in the past and is 

very practiced at identifying symptoms of schizophrenia. (Tr. 17:25 & 18:1-6). 

[¶22] The State asked Dr. Lisota about akathisia, which is the disease Bridges claims he was 

suffering from that had prevented him from filing his petition within the statute of limitations. 

(Tr. 21). Dr. Lisota described akathisia as a movement disorder that might present as a side effect 

from taking psychotropic medications for an extensive period. He indicated he did not observe 

any symptoms of akathisia while evaluating Bridges. (Tr. 21:9-11). He also indicated akathisia 

would not prevent someone from being able to submit a filing to the Court. (Tr. 21:12-15). 

[¶23] Captain Lisa Wicks testified that she had been working at the detention center while 

Bridges was housed there. (Tr. 27:19-25 & 28:1). She indicated she is the only Captain Wicks at 

the detention center and has been Captain at the detention center since 2004. (Tr. 28:20-25 & 

29:1-6). Her contact with Bridges was limited. She indicated she did not pass messages between 

Bridges and the trial court judges. (Tr. 29:11-19). She also testified that she never told Bridges 

she would pass messages for him and never told Bridges what to say to anybody at any time. (Tr. 

29:24-25 & Tr. 30:1-4). 

[¶24] Attorney Kelsey Hankey testified that she represented Bridges on the 2013 Attempted 

Murder case. (Tr. 31:21-23). She testified she was able to meet with Bridges and discuss the 

situation with him. (Tr. 32:2-12). She met with him prior to the Preliminary Hearing, where he 

opted to change his plea. (Tr. 32:2-12). She indicated Bridges wanted to plead guilty to both 

charges against him and ask for the maximum sentence on each count to run consecutive to each 

other. (Tr. 33:25 & 34: 1-3). Bridges was aware of the nature of the proceedings and knew he 

could ask her questions at any time. At the hearing, Bridges pled guilty and asked the Court for 

the maximum sentence. 
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[¶25] During her interactions with Bridges, Ms. Hankey never saw anything that indicated 

he wasn’t competent and that he was aware of the ongoing discovery in the case. (Tr. 36:4-12 & 

35:14-18). She described Bridges as very intelligent and artistic. (Tr. 32:16-17). She also said 

Bridges was not mentally ill, but rather a manipulator. (Tr. 36:8-12). 

[¶26] Finally, Flanagan was the last witness to testify. He testified that he had interactions 

with Bridges because he conducted the interviews and internal investigation on Bridges’ 2013 

Attempted Murder case. (Tr. 46:11-14). Flanagan indicated he never discussed moving Bridges 

to another facility. He is unsure why the Defendant was moved to Colorado because he does not 

have the authority to make those decisions. (Tr. 48:3-18). 

[¶27] On April 8, 2021, the district court entered an order denying Bridges’ application for 

post-conviction relief in both cases. Bridges now appeals that order.  

LAW AND ARGUMENENT 

I. There was not sufficient evidence to establish Mr. Bridges met the exception under 
N.D.C.C. § 29-32.1-01(3). 

[¶28] Section 29-32.1-01(2) of the North Dakota Century Code provides, “[e]xcept as 

provided in subsection 3, an application for relief under this chapter must be filed within two 

years of the date of the conviction becomes final.” There are few exceptions to this requirement, 

including applications alleging: (1) newly discovered evidence, (2) mental disability or disease 

that prevented the timely filing, and (3) a new interpretation of federal or state law that can be 

applied retroactively. N.D.C.C. § 29-32.1-01(3)(a). 

[¶29] Bridges alleges that he was unable to meet the two-year timely filing requirement 

because of a mental disease. This argument is without merit as he received evaluations and was 

found competent and fit to stand trial.  
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[¶30] In 08-2012-CR-01587, Bridges received competency evaluations by Dr. Lisota at the 

North Dakota State Hospital he declared Bridges to be competent to stand trial and criminally 

responsible for his actions in both evaluations (Appellee App. p.15 & 23). Dr. Lisota reiterated 

these findings during the post-conviction hearing. Attorney Hankey and Flanagan also testified 

about his mental state. They testified that they both found Bridges very coherent and 

understanding of his actions. (Tr. 39 & 49). Therefore, Bridges did not provide enough evidence 

to show he met the statute of limitations exception under N.D.C.C. § 29-32.1-01(3). The district 

court did not err in denying Bridges’ Petition. 

II. Mr. Bridges did not provide evidence sufficient to establish he has mental defects 
that render him unable to understand the charges or assist in his own defense. 

[¶31] A criminal defendant lacks responsibility if “[t]he individual lacks substantial capacity 

to comprehend the harmful nature or consequences of the conduct, or the conduct is the result of 

a loss or serious distortion of the individual’s capacity to recognize reality.” N.D.C.C. § 12.1-

04.1-01(1)(a). 

[¶32] First, Bridges was adamant that he is not insane throughout the entire original case. 

Bridges sent letters to the Court stating, “obviously I’m not insane, and I’ve already pled guilty” 

(Appellee App. p.4, Index #35), and “There’s no mental health issues involved in this case, and 

I never implied that there was” (Appellee App. p.5, Index #37). He now alleges that these 

statements are false, and he was not competent.  

[¶33] Second, Bridges received mental health evaluations and he was found competent and 

to be criminally responsible for his actions. The first psychiatric evaluation was completed on 

September 21, 2012, by the North Dakota State Hospital (Appellee App. p.4, Index #34). The 

second evaluation was also completed by Dr. Lisota with the North Dakota State Hospital on 
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October 24, 2012 (Appellee App. p.5, Index #39). This second evaluation is labeled as Dr. 

Lisota’s final evaluation and found Bridges fit to proceed. 

[¶34] Page five of the second evaluation specifically states:  

Despite the paranoia Mr. Bridges relates, it is the opinion of the undersigned 
that Mr. Bridges is indeed trial competent, as evidenced by his familiarity with 
law enforcement, possible consequences for his behavior and his ability to be 
forthcoming and attentive throughout the interview procedure. Further evidence 
of his capacity in this regard are the letter submitted to the court, which are 
organized and well written. Mr. Bridges paranoia is not psychotic in nature, not 
out of his control, and thus would not interfere with his competency to stand 
trial.”  

(emphasis added) (Appellee App. p.21). 

[¶35] Additionally, the end of page six and beginning of page seven state:  

“Mr. Bridges illness does not raise any significant concerns regarding criminal 
responsibility and that Mr. Bridges should be held responsible for his alleged 
actions if the allegations are found to be correct…it is most unlikely that Mr. 
Bridges lacks the capacity to understand the proceedings or to act/assist in his 
own defense if he so chooses. As such it is the professional opinion of the 
undersigned that Mr. Bridges is indeed trial-competent.”  

(emphasis added) (Appellee App. p. 22 & 23). 

[¶36] Third, Dr. Lisota also testified at the post-conviction hearing. Dr. Lisota testified that 

Bridges exhibited no symptoms of akathisia and no delusions. (Tr. 21 & 24). Regarding 

Bridges’ competency, Dr. Lisota stated that he had enough information to make his 

conclusions on competency. (Tr. 26). Dr. Lisota also testified that it remains his opinion today 

that Bridges is and was “as competent as I am” to stand trial. (Tr. 19). 

[¶37] Fourth, after the attempted murder of Lawson, Captain Flanagan conducted an internal 

investigation in which he interviewed Bridges. In the Post-Conviction Hearing, Flanagan stated 

that Bridges was very coherent, articulate, and not delusional. (Tr. 49). 
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[¶38] Finally, testimony from Attorney Kelsey Hankey also supported that Bridges 

understood the charges, knew of his rights, and showed no symptoms of mental illness. (Tr. 38-

42). 

[¶39] Therefore, Bridges failed to support his claim with sufficient evidence and the district 

court did not err in denying Bridges’ Petition. 

III. Mr. Bridges did not produce evidence sufficient to prove ineffective assistance of 
counsel by Attorney Kelsey Lee Hankey. 

[¶40] Bridges alleges that his trial counsel in case 08-2013-CR-02276 was ineffective. On 

postconviction relief, when the petitioner asserts ineffectiveness of his counsel, the burden on 

the petitioner is to establish that counsel's performance was deficient and such deficiency 

resulted in prejudice. Stein v. State, 2018 ND 264, ¶ 6, 920 N.W.2d 477. Deficient performance 

requires that the defendant overcome the strong presumption that his counsel’s representation 

fell within the wide range of reasonable assistance. Id.  

[¶41] Although the issue of ineffective assistance of counsel is a mixed question of law and 

fact that is fully reviewable by this Court, the trial court's findings of fact in a post-conviction 

relief proceeding will not be disturbed on appeal unless clearly erroneous under N.D.R.Civ.P. 

52(a). Greywind v. State, 2004 ND 213, ¶ 13, 689 N.W.2d 390. Here, Bridges does not meet that 

burden. 

[¶42] Attorney Blake Hankey was assigned as counsel in this case for Mr. Bridges, but it was 

Attorney Kelsey Lee Hankey who appeared on his behalf. (Tr. 31). Attorney Kelsey Hankey was 

also the one who met with Bridges and testified at the post-conviction hearing. Id. 

[¶43] Bridges makes no actual showing of any evidence in his brief regarding either deficient 

performance or prejudice. Additionally, there is no allegation by Bridges of what specifically 

entails the deficient performance. All that is cited by Bridges as being deficient is “questions his 
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attorney asked and answers his attorney got when he examined the witnesses at the post-

conviction hearing.”  

[¶44] Ms. Hankey’s testimony at the post-conviction hearing is contained on pages 31-44 of 

the transcript. (Tr. 31-44). There are no questions or answers that indicate Ms. Hankey provided 

ineffective assistance to Bridges. The transcript shows the opposite. Ms. Hankey states that 

Bridges had been informed of his rights (Tr. 42), that Bridges showed no indicia of being 

mentally ill (Tr. 38), and that Bridges appeared to understand everything and did not appear 

dissociated with reality at all (Tr. 40). Furthermore, there is no allegation of any prejudice that 

would have resulted. Therefore, Bridges failed to show his trial counsel was ineffective and the 

district court did not err in denying his application for post-conviction relief. 

CONCLUSION 

[¶45] First, Bridges did not provide sufficient evidence that would allow him to fall under 

the exception for relief as stated in N.D.C.C. § 29-32.1-01(3). Second, Bridges did not provide 

sufficient evidence to establish he has mental defects that rendered him unable to understand the 

charges or assist in his own defense. Finally, Bridges did not produce sufficient evidence to prove 

ineffective assistance of his trial attorney. For the foregoing reasons, the State requests this Court 

to affirm the district court’s order denying Bridges’ applications for post-conviction relief. 
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RESPECTFULLY SUBMITTED: 

 Dated this 27th day of July, 2021. 
 

     /s/ Tessa M. Vaagen     
Tessa Vaagen, ND ID #07828 
Senior Assistant State’s Attorney 
Burleigh County Courthouse 
514 E. Thayer Ave. 
Bismarck, ND 58501 
(701) 222-6672 
bc08@nd.gov 
Attorney for Respondent-Appellee 
 
Dominic Davis 
Certified under Rule of Limited 
Practice of Law by Law Students 
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STATE OF NORTH DAKOTA     )     

            ) ss 

COUNTY OF BURLEIGH         ) 

 

I, Katie A Wangler, declare that I am a United States citizen over 21 years of age, 

and on the 3rd day of August, 2021, I served the following: 

1. Brief of Respondent/Appellee 

2.  Appendix  

3. Certificate of Compliance 

4. Consent to Appear Under Limited Practice Rule 

5. Unsworn Declaration of Service by Electronic Filing 

 via electronic service to the following: 

 Benjamin C. Pulkrabek 

 Attorney at Law 

 pulkrabek@lawyer.com  

 

Which is the last reasonable ascertainable email address of the addressee. 

 

I declare, under penalty of perjury under the law of North Dakota, that the foregoing 

is true and correct. 

 Signed on the 3rd day of August, 2021 at Bismarck, North Dakota. 

 

__/s/ Katie A. Wangler_________________ 

Katie A. Wangler 

 

John Clark Bridges, )  

 )  

Petitioner/Appellant, )  

 )  

-vs- ) Supreme Ct. No. 20210118 & 20210119 

 )  

State of North Dakota, ) District Ct. No. 08-2019-CV-00166 & 

 )                       08-2019-CV-00258 

Respondent/Appellee, )  

 )                                    

mailto:pulkrabek@lawyer.com



